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Editor's Notes
The archway leading to the lake from 
the Student Union at Iowa State Un­
iversity carries the inscription: “We 
come to college not alone to prepare to 
make a living but to learn to live a life.” 
It commemorates the thought of the late 
M. J. Riggs, an alumnus of the class of 
’83 — clearly a more contemplative era.
Many find his philosophy out of tune 
with our times. “Please show your 
students,” says a friend with a plump ac­
counting practice, “a ledger — one with 
post binding or a card deck. You have 
no idea how many of our new staffers 
know theory, some computer applica­
tion, and not much else.”
So proceeds the classic and mutually 
disserving difference of thought 
between the theoretician and the prac­
titioner, the generalist and the specialist. 
Its ambivalence obstructs the flowering 
of accounting education.
Education, not to be misread as train­
ing, was once the near-exclusive 
province of the privileged class whose 
progeny, so the catechism went, were 
better endowed with mental ability and 
thus better candidates for the bur­
nishings of college. Conventional 
wisdom of the times overlooked the fact 
that privilege, which is traditionally 
money, had come into great families as 
much by larceny as by luminous men­
talities. It also transposed the 
cause/effect relationship between 
education and privilege and assumed 
that the former would inevitably 
produce the latter.
Even a new democracy in America 
had to concede the economic un­
likelihood of college for the children of 
Conestoga wagon caravans and western 
cow-towns. Talent did occasionally 
erupt from unlikely sources, as it always 
will, but for the rank and file of 
American youth higher education was 
not easily available until the distaste for 
armed services draft during World War 
II made the GI bill of rights politically 
expedient. After the victory celebrations 
thousands of soldiers became scholars, 
at least for a while.
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They exploded the myth of the in­
tellectual superiority of the privileged 
class and demonstrated a random dis­
tribution of ability throughout the land. 
But the economy slowed now and then 
in its postwar boom while college enroll­
ment swelled and college graduates 
proliferated, and another myth soon 
lost credence. The college degree, as it 
turned out, was not a passport to 
economic affluence, or even to a job as 
last June’s graduates know all too well.
Why has the promise of universal 
education been so evanescent?
Perhaps it was not the promise that 
was vaporous, but the definition of 
benefit in the minds of employers, and 
of the students who surged onto the 
campus after WWII and Korea and 
Vietnam. Education is not synonymous 
with job training although it may well 
incorporate training within its larger 
boundaries. Or it may not. Education is 
the exposure of a receptive mind to an 
array of the world’s accumulated 
knowledge so that the student, eventual­
ly, sees the present not as an isolated 
moment but as part of a chain coiling in 
a field of boundless interacting time and 
space. With luck, creative thought 
sometimes follows, and even wisdom. 
Education in the old aristocratic sense 
can open many vistas including the 
humanities, science and the arts — and 
the concept of business accounting. It 
cannot guarantee an instant balance for 
the fledgling accountant’s first fifty trial 
listings of ledger accounts. It is the 
classic difference between the general 
and the specific.
Disaffection with the university is not 
limited to students. Employers see many 
of the graduates who preceded the 
current class as so many dreamy-eyed 
theorists, out of touch with deadlines 
and practicalities. Skill training seems 
more to the point for many fields and 
the new word, paraprofessional, can 
have a golden connotation.
Most employers do, however, have an 
understandable preference for 
graduates with a well rounded 
background of classwork and campus 
activity, plus adequate concentration in 
a chosen field. If four years is not 
enough time then more years and in­
ternship must be added, as the field of 
medicine requires and as accounting 
hopes for in schools of accountancy. 
A graduate emerges with the 
characteristic profile of an educated 
person, and one who will continue an 
educational program throughout life. 
Those preliminaries will dovetail neatly 
with any field that can contain initiative 
and originality — those hallmarks of a 
true professional. Law and medicine, 
and to a lesser degree, teaching, allow 
the individual some freedom of activity 
without regimentation into the format 
of a monolithic business structure. The 
Big-Eight of law, or medicine, do not ex­
ist although both professions have a few 
lesser factories of endeavor. 
Accounting, to the contrary, is practiced 
within competitive restraints whose 
regimentation is anathema to those 
gifted students chosen for entry-level 
staffing. Rapid personnel turnover in 
Big-Eight firms testifies to the costly 
mis-matching.
Is training, then, rather than a well 
rounded education better adapted to an 
accounting career?
Probably not. For all the immediate 
usefulness, a Bob Cratchit mold or even 
the paraprofessional would seem a long- 
run disadvantage for any profession so 
roundly criticized for lack of 
progressiveness.
Such points of pride as we have in our 
profession, and there are many, are at­
tributable to our articulate leaders who 
were educated rather than merely train­
ed. Accounting literature often glints 
with brilliant insights such as those of 
Leonard Spacek; contemporary com­
mentators like Herbert Miller, 
Marshall Armstrong, Donald Kirk and 
Robert Sterling (a partial and imperfect 
listing) display accounting as set within 
a social-political-economic scenario, 
and evolving along a long path of 
business history. They analyze around 
the edges of a problem and search for 
regroupings and fresh approaches that 
will be both rational and fair to all con­
cerned, rather than resigning themselves 
to a clerk’s report of the obstacles. In 
short, they speak as the beneficiaries of 
an education.
